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iNTROdlJCTiON
SANdRA GuRvis
They sha ll beat th e ir sw ords into p low shares, an d  the ir spears  
in top ru n in g-h ooks ; na tion  sha ll not lift up sw ord aga inst nation, 
n eith er sh a ll they lean t w ar any more.
As I sat listening to-and repeating— those ancient words during 
a recent bat mitzvah, I was nearly moved to tears. The refrain o f that old 
song, “When W ill They Ever Learn?” echoed in my head. The United 
States has sent Am erican troops to Saudi Arabia and threatens to go to 
war unless Saddam Hussein pulls the Iraqi army out o f Kuwait. And this 
time I have even more to lose. I have a son.
This issue o f Vietnam Generation tells the stories o f those who’ve 
sacrificed— their freedom, their time, and those they love— to another far 
away “m ilitary action": the American war in Vietnam. Some o f Am erica’s 
finest writers were damn sick o f that war. Many said so in an elegant and 
powerful way.
The short stories, poems and personal narratives seem especially 
propitious. Not only because o f recent developments in the Persian Gulf, 
but because the United States always seems to be teetering on the edge 
o f war somewhere in the world... Grenada, Panama, Nicaragua. El 
Salvador.
The situations have stemmed from U.S. policy over the past four 
decades. Because he felt threatened by the Soviet Union after World War 
II, in 1947, Harry S. Truman announced a doctrine o f international 
resistance to Communist aggression called (but o f course) the Truman 
Doctrine. This action preceded the Containment Policy, which was later 
devised to suppress Communist expansion. The Containment Policy, in 
turn, laid the groundwork for the Eisenhower Doctrine, which approved 
the use o f armed force to resist the advance o f international Communism.
By adopting Trum an’s policy and applying it in Vietnam, 
Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon supported the notion that if 
one Southeast Asian nation fell to the Communists, the others would 
also succumb, falling like a row o f dominoes.
The Berlin W all has tumbled instead and today we find ourselves 
in sympathy with the Russians, who lack adequate food and toilet paper. 
And we have a volunteer army which, some say, is at the hot spot o f the 
moment because it wants to be there. “Nobody was forced to go to Saudi 
Arabia," commented Newsweek’s Tony Clifton. “And because it’s a 
volunteer army, there aren’t many rich and m iddle class kids with
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watchful parents back home. It’s an arm y drawn from  poor (and 
cloutless) kids whojoined to avoid unemployment lines, to take advantage 
o f the GI education bill— or because they actually wanted to becom e 
soldiers.” 1
Perhaps those in the latter category should have read the 
selections in this anthology before signing up. W ar is still glorified in 
books and movies. It’s portrayed as bloody and dirty and romantic, an 
irresistible combination to footloose and feckless young m en and wom en 
who have never seen a real human being suffer or die. It also offers young 
adults an easy escape from  Mom, Dad, and that boring home town.
These selections depict the effects the war o f my generation, the 
V ietnam  generation, had on those people who stayed home. Originally 
this was to be an anthology o f fiction, but somehow poetry and personal 
narrative found its way here too. I wanted to recapture the m any 
viewpoints and antiwar voices o f the home front. Although each war is 
different and each trouble spot has its own history, the lesson o f Vietnam  
should not be forgotten: W e should look long and hard at ourselves 
before firing the first shot.
W e also need to remember the illusions o f youth. Journalist Sara 
Davidson reflects that the ideals o f the young, though sometim es naive, 
are b om  out o f courage and conviction:
W e th o u g h t life  w a s  free  an d  w ou ld  n ever ru n  ou t. T h e re  w ere  
good  p eop le  an d  b ad  p eop le  an d  w e  cou ld  te ll th em  a p a rt b y  a  
lo o k  o r  b y  w o rd s  sp ok en  in  code. W e w e re  c e rta in  w e  b e lon ged  
to  a  g en era tio n  th a t w as  sp ec ia l. W e d id  n o t n eed  o r ca re  ab o u t 
h is to ry  b eca u se  w e  h ad  sp ru n g  from  n ow h ere. W e sa id  w h a t w e 
th o u g h t an d  d em an d ed  w h a t w a s  r ig h t.... W e  had  g lim p sed  a  
n ew  w o rld  w h ere  n o th in g  w ou ld  b e  th e sam e an d  w e h ad  p ack ed  
o u r b a gs .2
The V ietnam  generation did help change Am erican society, although not 
in a way anyone could have envisioned at that time. Headway has been 
made in increments, rather than through revolution. The most recent 
example o f the influence o f the Vietnam  generation has been the current 
adm inistration’s reluctance to rush into battle and the record disparity 
between m en and wom en’s about whether we should go to w ar (the 
wom en prefer peace).
W om en m ay also be opposed to fighting in the M iddle East 
because they recognize that they have no rights there, that Arab fem ales 
live shrouded by veils. W hy should they want to defend an inherently 
unfair system? Black Americans reacted sim ilarly during the Vietnam  
war—few  were enthusiastic about fighting a “white m an’s war.” But 
there m ay be m ore to wom en’s resistance than gender identification. 
Columnist Ellen Goodman recently stated, “The image from  the [public 
opinion] poll is... o f wom en as... wary citizens who require m ore and 
better reasons for war, who accept w ar only as the truly last resort. I f  that 
is true, perhaps we are not splitting from  men, but leading them .”3
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Perhaps by the tim e m y children are grandparents, swords and 
spears w ill be as obsolete as plowshares and pruning hooks. If, that is, 
we don ’t blow ourselves up in the interim.
Sandra Gurvis 
Columbus, Ohio 
Decem ber 11, 1990
1 T on y  C lifton , "Th is T im e, a  W in nab le W ar," New sw eek  (10  D ecem ber 1990): 30.
2 S a ra  D a v id so n , L oose  C hange: Th ree  W om en o f  the  S ix ties  (N ew  Y o rk : 
D o u b led a y ) 1977: 3.
3 E llen  G ood m an , “W om en  on  W a r," W ash ington  P os t (4  D ecem b er 1990): A 17.
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